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On 20 April the offshore oil-drilling 
rig known as Deepwater Horizon was 
completing the finishing touches on 
its latest well in the Gulf of Mexico 
when it suffered an explosion on 
board, resulting in the death of 11 
and injury of several others. The rig 
then sunk approximately a mile to 
the ocean floor, where it remains. The 
loss of life in the incident was only 
the beginning of what is now a major 
environmental and economic crisis, 
as oil has been gushing into the Gulf 
since the explosion and subsequent 
sinking at the estimated rate of 
210,000 gallons a day. If current 
estimates are accurate, and if the flow 
of oil continues unabated, the current 
spill would reach the proportions of 
the notorious Exxon Valdez incident 
News focus
in Alaska in less than two months 
time. To the question of how this 
happened, the oil company BP, which 
was leasing the rig from Transocean, 
claims that a safety mechanism 
known as a blowout preventer 
apparently failed to activate when 
the well head became compromised; 
attempts to manually activate the 
device using remotely operated 
submersibles have failed thus far. 
Meanwhile, a huge slick is rapidly 
forming in the Gulf, its boundaries 
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Alarm: A dead turtle washed up on a Louisiana beach earlier this month. Although this might not have been a direct result of the oil spill, scien-
tists are preparing for a potential environmental disaster. (Photo: Getty Images.) 
It’s tough to model how the 
atmosphere and biosphere are 
going to react to ever-increasing 
concentrations of carbon dioxide. 
But that’s child’s play compared with 
trying to anticipate the interaction of 
carbon dioxide and the US congress.
The latest example of this emerged 
toward the end of April when an 
argument about immigration law 
brought about an abrupt halt to 
progress on climate legislation. And, 
no, it had nothing to do with the 
carbon footprint of people who cross 
the borders illegally. It was politics.
First off, it helps to remember 
that the US congress isn’t going to 
stick out its neck and take action on 
climate merely because the fate of 
the world’s ecosystems might hang 
in the balance. There’s not enough 
public support for that point of view, 
especially if it means gasoline is going 
to cost more at the pump. Instead, 
advocates on Capitol Hill and the 
White House have recast the issue as 
one of energy security, and “green” 
jobs. Democrats and Republicans 
alike strongly favor more secure 
energy sources and more jobs. So 
you’d think that this would be easy. 
You would be wrong.
In fact, only one Republican in 
the senate dared to side with the 
Democrats who have been trying to 
cobble together climate legislation. 
Sen. Lindsey Graham of South 
Carolina was the best hope for building 
bipartisan agreement, essential for 
progress. He had been working with 
Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.) and Sen. 
Joseph Lieberman, an independent 
from Connecticut. Monday 26 April 
they were supposed to unveil their 
climate proposal. 
But the deal fell apart on the 
weekend leading up to that long-
awaited moment. Graham walked 
away, angry that, all of a sudden, 
the Democratic leadership wanted 
to deal with the hot-button issue of 
immigration first. That would give an 
election-year boost to Senate Majority 
Leader Harry Reid of Nevada.
Richard F. Harris looks at the 
reporting of the hurdles facing 
President Obama in getting the 
climate change bill through Congress.
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relentlessly expanding toward the 
coast of Louisiana, where it reached 
the shoreline earlier this month, 
Mississippi, and adjoining states.
The spill raises the prospect of 
extensive damage to the local fish 
and shellfish industries, and to the 
economy as a whole, in a region 
still recovering from the devastating 
effects of Hurricane Katrina. 
Already, the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
has issued a ban on fishing in regions 
predicted to be in the path of the 
approaching sheen. Many local 
fishermen have tried to recoup their 
losses by lining up to sign contracts 
with BP, who needs people with 
boats and knowledge of the area to 
help in the clean-up effort, which has 
mostly entailed laying vast sections 
of oil booms designed to soak up 
the encroaching oil. In terms of hard 
numbers, it’s difficult to estimate the 
potential toll of the spill, given the 
unknowns, but the fact that the Gulf 
states contribute 20 per cent of the 
fish and shellfish produced by the US 
provides insight into what is at stake.
As to the environmental impact, 
memories of Valdez conjure up 
images of oiled birds washing up 
dead on the shore and volunteers 
scrubbing oil-soaked rocks. In theory, 
the situation in the Gulf is not all 
that far removed. The US Fish and 
Wildlife Department estimates that 
20 national wildlife refuges are at 
risk, including Breton Island National 
Wildlife Refuge, the second oldest 
protected area of its kind in the 
country, established by Theodore 
Roosevelt in 1905. Breton Island and 
many of the other coastal refuges are 
home to numerous nesting wading-
birds and seabirds, including the 
recently endangered Brown Pelican, 
in addition to many other marine 
fauna like the Loggerhead Turtle. One 
Northern Gannet, a bird that uses the 
Louisiana tidal area as a stopover for 
nesting on its way to northern locales 
such as Newfoundland, appears to 
have been the first victim of the spill. 
According to reports, the bird was 
successfully extracted from the slick 
and is now in a bird rehabilitation 
center in Venice, LA set up to receive 
a potential flood of new patients.
The ultimate size and scope of 
the spill depend on the success of 
one or more options currently being 
pursued by BP in collaboration 
with a US government effort led by 
Admiral Thad Allen, Commandant 
of the Coast Guard. To deal with oil 
that has already leaked, chemical 
dispersants have been both dropped 
from overhead onto the slick and 
injected underwater at the site 
of the leak. These chemicals are 
essentially surfactants that reduce 
the concentration of oil and thus 
mitigate its toxic effects, although 
the dispersants themselves are toxic 
to a degree. A more environmentally 
friendly method is to collect the oil 
and dispose of it. BP has lowered 
steel and concrete collection domes 
down to the leaks with the aim of 
trapping rising oil that can then 
be pumped up to surface ships; 
however, early attempts failed. BP 
is literally in untested waters here, 
as such domes have only been used 
at shallow depths. The ultimate 
solution, of course, is to stem the 
flow of oil itself, but this will take 
time. In the short term, BP plans to 
lower shutoff valves to the ocean 
floor to stopper at least one of three 
active leaks on the sea floor, which 
appears to have been successful. 
The long-term approach is to drill a 
relief well that would allow concrete 
and mud to be pumped into the 
main well, snuffing it for good. 
Unfortunately, BP officials estimate 
that this solution could take three 
months to implement.
The timing of the spill could not 
have been worse for President 
Obama’s controversial proposal to 
lift a federal moratorium on offshore 
oil drilling. Just last month the 
President unveiled a plan to open a 
vast expanse of coastline, stretching 
from Florida to New Jersey, to 
offshore drilling. This would seem 
to contradict the President’s stance 
on global warming and his interest 
in developing alternative fuels. 
But the President had consistently 
alluded to the moratorium in the 
past, saying that, in order for the 
US to remain energy independent, 
there were “tough decisions” to be 
made on offshore drilling. However, 
many view lifting the moratorium 
as a concession, along with others 
related to coal and nuclear power, 
to Republican lawmakers who might 
otherwise block a future climate bill. 
With the current spill in the Gulf, the 
Obama administration has put the 
brakes on offshore drilling until the 
results of a full investigation into the 
cause of the spill are available.
